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 The bibliographical test seeks to determine how many 
manuscript copies we have of the document and how far 
removed they are in time from the originals (see table 1). 

 A brief perusal of the table indicates that for a 
representative sample of ancient historical works, we 
possess only a handful of manuscripts which are, on the 
average, one thousand years removed from their 
originals.  

 In contrast to this, the New Testament 
documents have a staggering quantity of 
manuscript attestation. Approximately 5,000 Greek 
manuscripts, containing all or part of the New 
Testament, exist. There are 8,000 manuscript copies 
of the Vulgate (a Latin translation of the Bible done by 
Jerome from 382-405) and more than 350 copies of 
Syriac (Christian Aramaic) versions of the New 
Testament (these originated from 150-250). Besides 
this, virtually the entire New Testament could be 
reproduced from citations contained in the works of the 
early church fathers. There are some thirty-two 
thousand citations in the writings of the Fathers prior 
to the Council of Nicea (325).  

 The dates of the manuscript copies range from early 
in the second century to the time of the Reformation. 
Many of the manuscripts are early-for example, the 
John Rylands manuscript (about 120; it was found in 
Egypt and contains a few verses from the Gospel of 
John), the Chester Beatty Papyri (200; it contains major 
portions of the New Testament), Codex Sinaiticus (350; 

it contains virtually all of the 
New Testament), and Codex 
Vaticanus (325-50; it contains 
almost the entire Bible). 

• How many manuscript 
copies we have? 

• How far removed they 
are in time from the 
originals?

Compare NT—Gospel of John written about AD 80-90 
with the earliest copy being about AD 120 (John Rylands) so 
time between earliest copy and original about 30-40 years.

From our chart let’s look at 
two in which we have name 
recognition—>>> 

Plato (Tetralogies): Written  
427-347 BC with the earliest 
copy being in AD 900. Time 
between earliest copy and 
original about 1,200 years. 

Aristotle: Written 384-322 
BC with the earliest copy 
being in AD 1,100 so time 
between earliest copy and 
original about 1,400 years.


